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What do we mean by What do we mean by ““ethicsethics””??

Ethics as an agenda or as Ethics as an agenda or as 
analysis?analysis?

MetaMeta
SourcesSources

NormativeNormative
StandardsStandards

AppliedApplied
Specific controversiesSpecific controversies

Clinical medical ethicsClinical medical ethics
Research ethicsResearch ethics



Our initial pedagogical questionsOur initial pedagogical questions

What is the purpose of an ethics education in What is the purpose of an ethics education in 
medical school?medical school?

Dispelling the isDispelling the is--ought fallacy?ought fallacy?
Who is best suited to teach bioethics to medical Who is best suited to teach bioethics to medical 
students?students?

How can we measure the How can we measure the ““effectivenesseffectiveness”” of of 
bioethics education after medical school?bioethics education after medical school?

Where Where ““isis”” overwhelms overwhelms ““oughtought””



Can Can ““ethicsethics”” be taught to medical be taught to medical 
students?students?

Character/Internal CompassCharacter/Internal Compass
Largely a product of nurturing/socialization/?geneticsLargely a product of nurturing/socialization/?genetics

Moral reasoningMoral reasoning
Understand and identify what values are at stakeUnderstand and identify what values are at stake
Understand conceptual dichotomiesUnderstand conceptual dichotomies

ConsequentialistConsequentialist vs. Deontological concernsvs. Deontological concerns

Identify best course of action in light of available Identify best course of action in light of available 
moral considerations, available evidencemoral considerations, available evidence

Bringing discipline and order to the emotional, intuitive, Bringing discipline and order to the emotional, intuitive, 
sociosocio--cultural influencescultural influences



American Medical School American Medical School 
ExperienceExperience

AAMC requires all medical schools to have AAMC requires all medical schools to have 
curriculum in ethicscurriculum in ethics
Few descriptive studies on curriculaFew descriptive studies on curricula

~80% integrate ethics into larger coursework~80% integrate ethics into larger coursework
No uniformity across schools on content, number of No uniformity across schools on content, number of 
hours, or method of teachinghours, or method of teaching
Commonly identified barriers to education:Commonly identified barriers to education:

Lack of dedicated time in curriculumLack of dedicated time in curriculum
Lack of qualified teachersLack of qualified teachers
Lack of time in faculty schedulesLack of time in faculty schedules



American Medical School American Medical School 
ExperienceExperience

Goals of Ethics educationGoals of Ethics education
2 viewpoints predominate in US2 viewpoints predominate in US

Create Create ““virtuousvirtuous”” physiciansphysicians
Providing skills for ethical analysis and decisionProviding skills for ethical analysis and decision--
makingmaking

Neither can be accomplished with current curricular Neither can be accomplished with current curricular 
effortsefforts

Limited data suggests little impact over course of Limited data suggests little impact over course of 
undergraduate education on improving either virtue undergraduate education on improving either virtue 
or reasoning skillsor reasoning skills



Bioethics at Harvard Medical SchoolBioethics at Harvard Medical School

11stst yearyear
Mandatory semester course: Mandatory semester course: ““Medical Ethics and Medical Ethics and 
ProfessionalismProfessionalism””

Taught by mix of core philosophers and cliniciansTaught by mix of core philosophers and clinicians
DoctorDoctor--patient coursepatient course

22ndnd yearyear
DoctorDoctor--patient coursepatient course
Ethics Journal ClubEthics Journal Club

Clinical years Clinical years –– ad hoc encountersad hoc encounters
Beecher PrizeBeecher Prize
Access to numerous educational activities of DMEAccess to numerous educational activities of DME



11stst year mandatory courseyear mandatory course

Provides an overview of many ethical issues that Provides an overview of many ethical issues that 
arise in the practice of medicine and researcharise in the practice of medicine and research
Focused on core aspects of ethical reasoningFocused on core aspects of ethical reasoning

ProfessionalismProfessionalism topics: Truth telling, Informed topics: Truth telling, Informed 
Consent, Confidentiality, Professional Boundaries, Consent, Confidentiality, Professional Boundaries, 
Conflicts of Interest, Surrogate DecisionConflicts of Interest, Surrogate Decision--makingmaking
Specific clinicalSpecific clinical topics: Genetic testing, Macro and topics: Genetic testing, Macro and 
MicroMicro--rationing, Research ethics, Physicianrationing, Research ethics, Physician--assisted assisted 
suicide, Euthanasia, Reproductive medicine, Personal suicide, Euthanasia, Reproductive medicine, Personal 
responsibility for healthresponsibility for health



11stst year class formatyear class format

Discussion groups of 12Discussion groups of 12--15 students15 students
2 hours/week for 142 hours/week for 14--16 weeks16 weeks
22--3 Plenary sessions3 Plenary sessions
Minimal didactics Minimal didactics –– encourage interactive encourage interactive 
discussion with facilitation by instructordiscussion with facilitation by instructor
500 word essay on readings/cases each 500 word essay on readings/cases each 
weekweek
Option of final exam or longer paper Option of final exam or longer paper 



Case Example: COICase Example: COI

You are now Chief Resident at a prestigious Harvard You are now Chief Resident at a prestigious Harvard 
teaching hospital. A major drug company has invited you teaching hospital. A major drug company has invited you 
to a meeting on the treatment of a major condition in to a meeting on the treatment of a major condition in 
your specialty area that will be held at a Caribbean your specialty area that will be held at a Caribbean 
resort. The company has a new product for the resort. The company has a new product for the 
treatment of this condition, which will be discussed along treatment of this condition, which will be discussed along 
with alternative treatments. They will pay all of your and with alternative treatments. They will pay all of your and 
your spouseyour spouse’’s expenses for the day of the meeting and s expenses for the day of the meeting and 
an additional day at the resort, plus a $1000 honorarium an additional day at the resort, plus a $1000 honorarium 
for attending the meeting .  What should you do?for attending the meeting .  What should you do?



Example: Informed Consent and Example: Informed Consent and 
TruthTruth--tellingtelling



Example: End of life issuesExample: End of life issues

A patient comes in alone by A patient comes in alone by 
ambulance to ER unconscious and not ambulance to ER unconscious and not 
breathing.  He is breathing.  He is intubatedintubated and placed and placed 
on LSMT.  His prognosis is favorable on LSMT.  His prognosis is favorable 
for recovery from the acute episode.  for recovery from the acute episode.  
His family comes in later and shows His family comes in later and shows 
you an advanced directive stating the you an advanced directive stating the 
patient never wanted to be patient never wanted to be intubatedintubated
because he has numerous cobecause he has numerous co--
morbiditesmorbidites that compromise his that compromise his 
qualityquality--ofof--life.  What should you do?life.  What should you do?



We have modest goalsWe have modest goals

Introduce issues of both practical and Introduce issues of both practical and 
intellectual importance to future physiciansintellectual importance to future physicians

Laying a foundationLaying a foundation
““Philosophy lightPhilosophy light”” –– Evaluating moral justificationsEvaluating moral justifications
Liberate rather than inculcate Liberate rather than inculcate 

Less about providing clear answers (and Less about providing clear answers (and 
problemproblem--solving)solving)

But emphasize that some issues seem settledBut emphasize that some issues seem settled



We have modest goalsWe have modest goals

More about asking:More about asking:
good questions (noticing a problem)good questions (noticing a problem)
developing critical reasoning skillsdeveloping critical reasoning skills
fostering an ability to think critically and fostering an ability to think critically and 
independently regardless of the normative practice independently regardless of the normative practice 
witnessedwitnessed

Encourage interest early that can be further Encourage interest early that can be further 
stimulated as education/apprenticeship proceedsstimulated as education/apprenticeship proceeds

Honors thesis opportunities for 4Honors thesis opportunities for 4thth yearsyears
Filling critical gaps in clinical years/internship/house Filling critical gaps in clinical years/internship/house 
officershipofficership



We have modest goalsWe have modest goals

Recognize that ethics education is neither Recognize that ethics education is neither 
perfect nor a panaceaperfect nor a panacea

Cannot Cannot by itselfby itself transform professional transform professional 
attitudes/conduct/normative behaviorattitudes/conduct/normative behavior
This mode of learning is difficult for manyThis mode of learning is difficult for many
Highlighting tensions (value tradeHighlighting tensions (value trade--offs) can be offs) can be 
frustrating for studentsfrustrating for students



An optimistic note from US An optimistic note from US 
experienceexperience

Behind every question in medical Behind every question in medical 
ethics is a question of individual ethics is a question of individual 
rights and social regulationrights and social regulation……

What are the normative What are the normative 
consequences of an evolving or consequences of an evolving or 
evolved professional practice in an evolved professional practice in an 
area where moral controversy area where moral controversy 
exists?exists?

Duty to encourage students to be Duty to encourage students to be 
selfself--aware, reflective, and critical of aware, reflective, and critical of 
suspect traditions/practices can lead suspect traditions/practices can lead 
to incremental changeto incremental change



Alternatively, Alternatively, ““an immodest an immodest 
proposalproposal””



Some concluding reflectionsSome concluding reflections

My congratulationsMy congratulations
A gentle reminder: A gentle reminder: 
Pedagogy vs. Activism Pedagogy vs. Activism 

Contextual Ethics:Contextual Ethics:
prioritizing the worry prioritizing the worry 
about justice and equity in about justice and equity in 
IndiaIndia

Moral AbsolutismMoral Absolutism
closing discussion is closing discussion is 
antithetical to the antithetical to the 
enterprise of ethics enterprise of ethics 
educationeducation



Thank youThank you
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